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Poems from Black Africa 


In his foreword to Poems From Black Africa (University of Indiana, 
$4.95), Langston Hughes quotes exiled South African poet-novelist 
Ezekiel Mphahlele in explaining the different approaches to literature 
taken by Africans writing in English and French. “English and French 
writing move along different tracks, particularly in the realm of poetry,” 
Mphahlele is quoted. “The Nigerian poet talks about things as they 
affect him personally and immediately. He is not protesting or trying 
to vindicate his blackness. The French-speaking poet, however, par- 
ticulariy of the négritude school, uses broad symbols in which im- 
mediacy of individual experience is not the important thing. These are 
symbols of Africa, of blackness, of what is regarded by the poet as 
African traits which are expected to be a unifying force—not only 
for the indigenous people of the continent but for the Negro world in 
general.” It is helpful to keep this in mind while reading the works of 
the 36 poets from 10 countries included in this volume. There are three 
main sections in the book. The first, Oral Traditions, contains a collec- 
tion of poems translated from some 14 local tongues (Bantu, Ibo, Akan, 
Amharic, etc.) into English. Some of the best of these were translated 
from the Yoruba by the famed European African scholar Ulla Beier. 
The second section, and the largest, deals with English-speaking poets 
(“Lonely,” by South African poet Bloke Modisane, first appeared in the 
November 1962 issue of NEGRO DiGEsT). The third section contains 
works by French-speaking poets, the most notable of which is Senegal’s 
brilliant president Leopo!d Senghor. There is a welcome section in the 
back of the book providing biographical notes on all the poets and 
translators. Mr. Hughes and the University of Indiana Press are to be 
congratulated for making this worthy volume available. 
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